Abstract: This paper seeks to theoretically identify the effective factors on employees' brand loyalty in the case of Agriculture Bank of Iran (ABI), based on the Rusbult's investment model. The data was gathered from 200 employees of ABI branches in Tehran city. Cluster sampling via a 29-items questionnaire was employed. Structural equation modelling was used for testing the model. Findings revealed that employees' job satisfaction and employees' investments have a positive effect on the employees' attitudinal brand loyalty. The quality of alternatives demonstrated a negative effect on the employees' attitudinal brand loyalty. Findings also suggested that employees' attitudinal brand loyalty affects employees' behavioural brand loyalty positively. Rusbult's investment model is a new applicable tool for assessing internal branding in a service setting. This paper applied the model for the first time in a banking context.
Introduction
Increasing intensification of the competitive environment in Iran's banking industry in recent years, especially by the advent of private banks, has disturbed the safety margin available for the state banks and challenged their guaranteed market share. Relying on their innovative strategies in providing new banking services, goal-oriented, creative, and widespread advertising, deliberate locating of the branches, attractive interior and exterior designing of the branches, and most important, careful recruiting and training of their staff, these private banks could even outpace the state banks in winning customers' satisfaction and market share. Generally, since the private banks are dependent on their own profitability in order to survive and, contrary to the state banks, enjoy no governmental support, they could disturb the indolence dominating Iran's banking industry and bring about a competitive market. Legal permission for the activity of virtual banks, entrance of some foreign banks into the market, and the increased number of credit and financial institutes have all made the competition in Iran's banking industry more intense.
Competitors in this competitive environment always try their best to adopt the most applicable tools and strategies to be superior in attracting and retaining customers, and in this way, defend and develop their market share. One of the strategies bank managers apply most for this purpose is brand promotion, by which it is sought to enhance current customers' satisfaction and attract new customers, by any means, to broaden the scope of loyal customers of the bank; to do so, they revise different aspects of the bank and try to improve services, advertising strategies, interior and exterior design of the branches, logo-type and so on.
However, the role of the main deliverers of the services (i.e. bank employees) is commonly neglected in brand promotion measures of the banks.
In banking industry, just like all service businesses, service is not separable from its deliverer. Thus, a true service branding involves adequate attention to the main deliverers of the brand promise, i.e. employees, and their alignment with other brand promotion measures (Aurand et al., 2005; Burmann and Zeplin, 2005) . So it is necessary for such organisations to brand themselves as the best employer for their staff. To become the 'Employer of Choice', banks need to build up loyalty among employees and create brand ambassadors (Asha and Jyothi, 2013) . The goal to obtain satisfied customers will then be a natural outcome of committed employee, who feels proud to work for the organisation. The key point here is to ensure that employees transform espoused brand messages into brand reality for customers and other stakeholders in the external market (Asha and Jyothi, 2013; Ahmad et al., 2014) .
Increase in employees' brand loyalty plays an important role in brand promotion of a bank (Meyer et al., 2002) . Successful internal branding engenders employee's level of loyalty to the brand (Papasolomou and Vrontis, 2006) .
However, in Iran's banking industry, especially the state banks, while developing brand promotion strategy, little attention is paid to the role of employees and their brand loyalty, which results, in many cases, in failure of branding measures. To consistently deliver on the brand promise across all contact points between the company and its stakeholders, it is necessary that the employees internalise the brand values. The brand values create an important role in creating brand loyalty (Asha and Jyothi, 2013; Abraham, 2012) . Therefore, paying attention to the role of the employees and recognising factors affecting employees' brand loyalty can significantly contribute to the success of the Iranian banks (Azizi and Fakharmanesh, 2012) ; what is discussed in marketing and human resources literature as 'internal brand management'. This study mainly aims at introducing and applying 'the investment model' to the realm of 'internal branding', and illuminating the main antecedents of employees' brand loyalty.
The primary research question is whether the three factors proposed in 'the investment model' (satisfaction, quality of alternatives, investment size) can describe the employees' brand loyalty which is the main indicator of a true internal branding. The practical implications for Agriculture Bank of Iran is then discussed. Keller (2003) defines internal branding as "the process of engaging the employees in branding, in a way that enables them to display brand qualities to the external stakeholders more successfully".
Internal branding
Internal branding has been proposed to promote the brand inside an organisation, namely to employees (Ahmed et al., 2003) . Recent studies (Aurand et al., 2005; Burmann and Zeplin, 2005) support that internal branding enables employees to deliver the brand promise during service encounters because it engenders a shared understanding of a brand across the entire organisation. Internal branding is argued to be instrumental in influencing employees' attitudes and shaping their behaviours to be aligned with a brand, by creating employees' understanding of brand values and engaging them in living brand reality (de Chernatony and Segal-Horn, 2003; Kotter and Heskett, 1992) . Ind (2001) , Schiffenbauer (2001) , Duboff (2001) , and Hatch and Schultz (2001) , all stress the importance of a coordinated internal and external branding programme and the inherent benefits of marketing efforts that address not only the needs and wants of the target market, but the proper hiring, training, and motivation of those who must deliver the brand's promise. Schiffenbauer (2001) emphasises that the brand message will lose its credibility if it is not supported by unified employee behaviour. When internal branding efforts are implemented, employees are more likely to understand the brand, take ownership in the brand, and provide evidence of the brand in their organisational responsibilities (Judson et al., 2006) .
Internal branding includes knowledge from both marketing in terms of internal communication and human resource in terms of training and/or employees' development programmes, in order to communicate the brand to the employees effectively. Management could use two-way communication, daily briefing, group meeting, notice boards and corporate magazine to communicate any brand messages to staff. Training programmes could contain general skill improvement and brand-specific skills to enhance employees' brand performance. Not only do these mechanisms enhance employees' ability to deliver on brand promise, but they also induce employees' identification with, commitment, and loyalty to the brand (Punjaisri et al., 2009 ).
Internal branding aims at its utmost to induce employees' behavioural changes to support the delivery of the brand promise (Boone, 2000) . Punjaisri et al. (2009) confirmed the relationship between internal branding and employees' brand performance (brand supporting behaviours).
Investment model: a new tool to study internal branding
Investment model was initially developed as a means of describing satisfaction and commitment related to romantic involvement (Rusbult, 1980) . It is "a theory of the process by which individuals becomes committed to their relationships as well as the circumstances under which feelings of commitment erode and relationships end" (Rusbult et al., 1994) . Following and extending major principles of interdependence theory (Kelley and Thibaut, 1978) , investment model proposes that one's commitment to a dyadic relationship is a function of (1) satisfaction with the relationship, (2) a comparison of the best available alternatives to the relationship, and (3) one's investments in the relationship.
 Satisfaction: Investment model assumes that people are generally motivated to maximise rewards and minimise costs (Rusbult, 1980) . Following interdependence theory, the model proposes that one's satisfaction (SAT) with the relationship depends on the rewards he/she estimates to derive from the relationship, the amount of costs it takes, and his/her general expectations of relationships. These expectations result from two sources: one's past experiences and his/her social comparison with friends and family. One will feel satisfied with the relationship to the degree that the rewards relative to costs obtained in that relationship exceed his/her expectations (Li and Petrick, 2008a) .
 Quality of alternatives:
According to the investment model, one may also contemplate what might be experienced outside the current relationship. That is, what his/her relationship experience would be if he/she were not in the current relationship, but in the best alternative situation (Rusbult et al., 1994) , such as in another relationship, or being alone. The quality of alternatives (ALT) is "individuallevel forces" pulling one from sustaining the relationship. Indeed, the quality of alternatives affects loyalty and commitment negatively (Li and Petrick, 2008a) .
 Investment size: Finally, investment size, that is, any tangible or intangible resources attached to a relationship that may be lost or diminished once the relationship is dissolved, also contributes to the stability of a partnership (Rusbult, 1980) . Investments (INV) may include intrinsic/direct investments, such as time or selfdisclosure, and extrinsic/indirect investments, such as mutual friends and social status that the relationship brings (Li and Petrick, 2008b) . Thus, investment model maintains that one's commitment in a relationship is strengthened by the level of satisfaction that he/she derives from the relationship, is fuelled by his/her investments to the relationship, and is weakened by the quality of alternatives to the relationship.
The investment model is not strictly an interpersonal theory and can be extended to such areas as commitment to jobs, persistence with hobbies or activities, loyalty to institutions, decision-making, and purchase behaviours (Le and Agnew, 2003) . Li and Petrick (2008a) were first to apply the investment model into the brand loyalty studies. They suggested that social psychology's investment model may help identify the key determinants of loyalty and provide a theoretical foundation for the explanation of brand loyalty formation. In their proposed model, brand loyalty, comprising both attitudinal and behavioural components, is strengthened by the satisfaction level and the investment size, and weakened by the quality of alternatives.
The present study aims at extending the application of the investment model into the realm of internal branding and presenting a new conceptual model for employees' brand loyalty formation.
Conceptual model and the hypotheses
Based on the investment model and the internal branding literature, employees' job satisfaction, their investments in the organisation and the quality of alternative jobs for them are proposed as the key determinants of the employees' brand loyalty. Furthermore, following mainstream conceptualisation in the marketing literature, it is conceptualised that brand loyalty comprises both attitudinal and behavioural components, with attitudinal loyalty leading to behavioural loyalty. The attitude-behaviour link has been well established in the literature (Ajzen, 1991; Dick and Basu, 1994) . The model is presented in Figure 1 . Since this research aims at developing the applied knowledge in internal branding and employees' brand loyalty and trying its practical application in developing a new conceptual model, it is an applied research in terms of objective. In terms of data collecting method, it is a correlation descriptive research because it examines the relationships between the variables in the proposed model of the employees' brand loyalty, and just describes the variables but not manipulating them. Also, in terms of data certainty, it is a conclusive research because it has hypotheses.
Research population includes all the staff of the main branches of ABI in Tehran city. A main branch in ABI is a special branch which owing to its prior performance and geographical position possesses high actual and potential power in the attraction of the resources. The main argument for choosing the banking industry for this study is the highly competitive environment dominating over the banking industry of Iran, which makes it inevitable for the competitors in this industry to pay enough attention to the main deliverers of the services, i.e. employees, and the necessity of their brand loyalty. Sample size, determined by Cochran formula for limited population, was 200. For data gathering, cluster sampling was applied. To this purpose, first, some main branches in Tehran were selected as clusters using random number table, then all the staff of each branch were asked to complete the questionnaire.
Since the study is descriptive, closed questionnaire was used to gather the required data for investigating the issue and answering the questions which may arise during the study. Designed questionnaire consists of two parts. The first part includes demographic questions such as age, gender, marital status, education, and job experience, and the second part contains 29 questions for measuring the variables of the model. The five-point Likert scale, as one of the most applied scales in behavioural studies, was used to measure the main research questions. The questionnaires were completed by the sample members through self-reporting. Research variables, their related questions and Cronbach's alpha are shown in Table 1 . The complete demographic data of the respondents are shown in Table 2 . Correlation analysis indicated that job satisfaction had positive relationship with investments (r = 0.337, p>0.01), attitudinal loyalty (r = 0.729, p>0.01), and behavioural loyalty (r = 0.552, p>0.01). Quality of alternatives showed negative relationship with job satisfaction (r = -0.135, p>0.05), investments (r = -0.168, p>0.01), attitudinal loyalty (r = -0.273, p>0.01), and behavioural loyalty (r = -0.288, p>0.01). Results also showed investments had positive relationship with attitudinal loyalty (r = 0.527, p>0.01) and behavioural loyalty (r = 0.432, p>0.01). There is also a positive relationship between attitudinal loyalty and behavioural loyalty (r = 0.691, p>0.01) ( Table 3) . To test the research hypotheses, first measurement models for all variables in Lisrel 8.5 were evaluated. By evaluation of the measurement models it is meant to determine, before considering the whole model, whether the measurement tool (the observed variables or the questions) correctly measures the constructs it is supposed to measure (the latent variables) or not (Byrne, 2001) . Each path would be confirmed or rejected based on the comparison between its factor loading, in the standard estimation mode, and its calculated t, in the significance mode. Table 4 illustrates factor loadings and the calculated t for all the observed variables of each latent variable. Table 4 indicates all the relationships are significant, because the calculated t for none of the paths is in the range between ±1.96. Also, fit indices for all measurement models were in the acceptable range, hence all of them being confirmed, except for the employees' investments variable for which the measurement model does not show adequate fit. Having applied Lisrel suggested amendments (INV1 eliminated), the fit improved and the measurement model were confirmed. As the second step, the research proposed framework was explained. In other words, relationships defined in the research theoretical framework were put to test. In structural equations modelling, this is done through designing the structural model. At this stage, the model and the hypotheses were tested in Lisrel 8.5.
The structural model for the effective factors on the employees' brand loyalty was examined based on the data surveyed from the research sample. Figure 2 illustrates the structural model in the standard estimation mode, illustrating the relationships between the employees' job satisfaction, the quality of alternatives, the employees' investments, and their attitudinal and behavioural loyalty, based on the theoretical framework of the research. Figure 2 also shows β coefficients for each path in the structural model. Each hypothesis would be confirmed or rejected based on a comparison between β coefficient for its path and, in the standard estimation mode, and its calculated t, in the significance mode. According to the output, the calculated t, indicating the relationship between the independent research variables (employees' job satisfaction, quality of alternatives, and employees' investments) and the employees' attitudinal brand loyalty, has never been in the range between ±1.96, hence their relationships being significant. Neither is the calculated t for the path between the employees' attitudinal brand loyalty and their behavioural brand loyalty in the ±1.96 range, which shows the significance of their relationship. Table 5 summarises the structural equations modelling results needed to examine the hypotheses. Hypothesis 1: Job satisfaction of the employees has positive effect on their attitudinal loyalty to the brand of the ABI. β coefficient for H1 equals 0.47 with t = 6.01, hence H1 being confirmed; the greater the employees' job satisfaction, the greater their brand attitudinal loyalty.
Hypothesis 2: The quality of alternatives for the employees has negative effect on their attitudinal loyalty to the brand of the ABI. β coefficient for H2 equals -0.09 with t = -2, so H2 is confirmed; there is a significant negative relationship between the quality of alternatives and the employees' attitudinal loyalty to the brand.
Hypothesis 3: Employees' investments in bank have positive effect on their attitudinal loyalty to the brand of the ABI. β coefficient for H3 equals 0.54 with t = 6.57, so H3 is also confirmed; there is a significant positive relationship between the employees' investments in the organisation and their attitudinal loyalty to the brand.
Hypothesis 4: Employees' attitudinal loyalty to the brand has positive effect on their behavioural loyalty to the brand of the ABI. β coefficient for H4 equals 0.8 and its t value equals 8.87, hence H4 being confirmed too; there is a significant positive relationship between the employees' attitudinal loyalty to the brand of the bank and their behavioural loyalty to the brand. Direct, indirect, and total effects for all the endogenous variables of the model are presented in Table 6 , which examines the amount of the direct and indirect effects of the independent variables on the dependent variables. The greatest effect on the employees' behavioural brand loyalty is via their attitudinal brand loyalty. Employees' investments, despite having no direct relationship with the employee's behavioural brand loyalty, have the second total effect. Also, employees' investments variable has the greatest direct effect on the employees' attitudinal brand loyalty, and the employees' job satisfaction has the second direct effect.
Conclusion and discussion
Results of the current study showed that employees' job satisfaction had a positive effect on their attitudinal loyalty to the brand (β=0.47). Job satisfaction is the happiness and prosperity the employees achieve from their job, namely, whether they feel happy from going to work, whether they perceive their job meaningful, or whether their job has a negative physical or mental effect on them. Based on the investment model, satisfaction is one of the main determinants of commitment. Investment model assumes that people are generally motivated to maximise rewards and minimise costs (Rusbult, 1980) . Satisfaction has been frequently identified as a major requisite of loyalty in the marketing (Anderson and Srinivasan, 2003; Beerli et al., 2004; Li and Petrick, 2008b) . Findings of this research regarding the relationship between employees' satisfaction and their attitudinal loyalty support prior researches by Eskildsen and Nussler (2000) and McCusker and Wolfman (1998) . Eskildsen and Nussler (2000) showed that employees' satisfaction, influenced by human resource and its subsystems (cultural, social, and technical), had a positive effect on employees' loyalty. McCusker and Wolfman (1998) also suggested that an organisation in order to have loyal employees must be capable of satisfying them. So the more job satisfaction bank employees have, the more loyalty they would show. Results of the current study indicated that quality of alternatives for the employees had a negative effect on their attitudinal loyalty to the brand (β = -0.09). Quality of alternatives for the employees of an organisation refers to the degree of satisfaction they might get working in other organisations. The more the degree of satisfaction employees expect to perceive in some other job opportunity, the less their loyalty to the organisation. According to investment model, one may also contemplate what might be experienced outside the current relationship. That is, what his/her relationship experience would be if he/she were in the best alternative situation (such as in another relationship, or being alone); so quality of alternatives negatively affects loyalty and commitment (Rusbult et al., 1994) . Although the concept of quality of alternatives has not been widely applied in the field of employees' loyalty, findings of this study about the negative relationship between quality of alternatives and attitudinal loyalty was in accordance with prior researches by Ping (1993) , Jones et al. (2000) , Pritchard and Howard (1997) , and Li and Petrick (2008b) in the field of marketing. Ping (1993) suggested that the structural constraints of alternative attractiveness among others, is one of the key antecedents of loyalty. Jones et al. (2000) found 'attractiveness of alternatives' negatively associated with repurchase intention. Pritchard and Howard (1997) suggested that perceived differences in service performance could be an antecedent of loyalty. Li and Petrick (2008a) indicated that, based on the investment model, quality of alternatives affects customers' attitudinal and behavioural loyalty negatively. Consequently, the higher the quality of other job opportunities for the bank employees, the lower their brand loyalty.
According to the results of this study, there is a positive relationship between employees' investments and their attitudinal loyalty to the brand (β = 0.54). Employees' investments in bank may include long-term period of cooperation as an employee, emotional and affective dependencies toward the organisation, time and energy an employee has dedicated to achieve his/her current job position, efforts and sacrifices for the success of the organisation, and so on. Investment model theorists define investment as "the resources that are attached to a relationship; resources that would decline in value or be lost if the relationship were to end" (Rusbult et al., 1998) . According to investment model, investment size also contributes to the commitment of people in a relationship (Rusbult et al., 1998) . While the employees' investments concept has not been much applied in the field of the employees' loyalty yet, findings of this study about the positive relationship between employees' investments and their attitudinal loyalty was in accordance with prior researches by Backman and Crompton (1991) , Morais et al. (2003) , and Li and Petrick (2008a) in the field of customer loyalty. Backman and Crompton (1991) reported that investments were significantly associated with the composite measure of loyalty (i.e., as attitudinal and behavioural loyalty combined). Morais et al. (2003) suggested that if customers consider that a provider is making an investment in them, they will in turn make a similar investment in the provider and those investments will lead to loyalty. Li and Petrick (2008a) also showed the positive effect of the investment size on the attitudinal and behavioural loyalty, based on the investment model. Therefore, the more the amount of the investments which tie the employees to the bank, the more their brand loyalty.
Research results also indicated a positive effect from attitudinal loyalty on their behavioural brand loyalty (β = 0.8). The attitude-behaviour link has been well established in the marketing literature (Ajzen, 1991; Dick and Basu, 1994) . Findings of this study about the positive relationship between attitudinal and behavioural loyalty is consistent with prior researches by Liljander and Strandvik (1993) , Moorman et al. (1992) , and Li and Petrick (2008b) . Liljander and Strandvik (1993) suggested that commitment, indicating attitudinal loyalty and behavioural loyalty are interrelated concepts. Moorman et al. (1992) also showed that people who are committed to a relationship are more inclined to show loyalty behaviours, because of the need they feel to stay consistent with the relationship. Also Li and Petrick (2008a) in applying the investment model to investigate effective factors on the customers' brand loyalty, and following current conceptualisation in the marketing literature, conceptualise that brand loyalty comprises both attitudinal and behavioural components, with attitudinal loyalty leading to behavioural loyalty. Hence, the more attitudinal loyalty employees have toward the brand of a bank, the more loyalty behaviours they would show.
Managerial implications
Although the current study is basically theoretical, the revealed relationships in the numerical analysis of the proposed model provide an adequate framework for managerial decision-makings. The results show that 'the investment model' theoretically explains the formation of the employees' brand loyalty. The findings provide bank industry managers with useful practical implications.
Although job satisfaction is the evident prerequisite of the employees' loyalty, there are two other factors that bank industry managers should take into consideration in order to guarantee employees' loyalty; the level of the employees' emotional, psychological, financial, and career investments in the bank, and the superiorities of the job conditions in relation to the alternative job opportunities.
Bank industry managers can increase the employees' job satisfaction and their level of investment in the bank by sharing the gains and losses through making them the shareholders. Participation of the employees in the organisational decision-makings, practical support for their suggestions regarding the organisation, job enrichments, and developing the environment for group tasks deepen the employees' bond with the organisation too.
The concept of the quality of the alternative jobs has an emphasis on providing the employees with innovative and unique job experiences in a way that they not only prefer employment in the organisation over other job opportunities, but also be proud of that.
Respectful interactions, friendly environment, intimacy and cooperation between employees, progress opportunity, employees' identification by and their convenient access to the top and middle managers make up a preferable job environment.
Future research directions
Based on the investment model, present study suggested that the greater employees' investments in the organisation, the more loyal employees they would be. Apart from what the investment model states, it seems also that the relevant investments that employees perceive the organisation to put on them in order to retain them and increase their loyalty, adequately predicts employees' loyalty. Future research should investigate the case of adding the latter variable to the investment model, whether it has explanatory power in predicting loyalty increases or not. Also, in order to generalise the findings of this research, it is suggested that the future studies test the proposed model in other service industries and investigate the differences in employees' loyalty and its formation among them.
As a limitation, this study did not control the level of bank branches (elite, 1, 2, 3). Branches at different levels differ in terms of quality of employees and marketing focus.
The other limitation of this study was lack of similar studies in Iranian banks which restricts the comparability of the results.
